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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
Several factors, mainly localized rainfall patterns,
have produced mixed yield results; but in general producers
are faring better than had been expected. We are seeing some
of the lowest corn yields in decades, and at the same time
some of the highest. Group 4 soybean varieties have yielded
well; but later varieties are having trouble filling pods during
the late season hot and dry period. Cotton is a confusing mix
of fruit retention, insect and mite damage, and late season
plant senescence. Overall, the crop is a pleasant surprise, but
we still have a long way to go.
Cotton:

Since cotton is the crop in which several management
decisions are still to be made I will start with it. A few earlyopening fields have already been defoliated, and there are
reports of some harvesting in the Delta; however most of the
crop will begin being defoliated in about 7 to 14 days. Late
fields that were set back by shed following the July wet period
will be later, and may not be defoliated for an additional week
or more.
The problem is that some of the extreme maturation
scenarios exist on the same farm, and within the same field.
Defoliation of this crop will be a combination of patience,
good application, and good choice of materials. Plant
mapping will reveal that in much of the cotton that is still
actively filling upper bolls there is a fruit retention gap in the
middle of the plants that resulted from the shock of the early
drought, followed by July rains. Extreme heat in late July and
throughout most of August has also been a strong contributing
factor in reduced mid-plant boll retention and development.
I have gone back and reviewed the most commonly
used methods for determining when to defoliate cotton, and
none of them really fit our situation very well this year.
Variable rate aerial application will be a great capability this
year since both rates and timing will vary a lot within many
fields. Most of the variability within fields seems tied to soil
type; mainly linked to organic matter, topsoil depth, and
water-supplying ability of the soil. Sandy spots are wide open
now, while better soil areas are still actively filling bolls and
are just now reaching cutout.
If there is a good method for determining defoliation
timing this year it is a combination of visual ratings of fruit
retention and percent open bolls, combined with the cutting
test to determine when seed are mature within bolls. A pure
percent open boll estimate is likely to deceive us because of
the fruit retention gap. The “nodes above cracked boll”
method may cause us to wait too long and allow lower bolls
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that have been open for weeks to deteriorate. My suggestion
is to use the cutting test and check for darkening seedcoats in
the uppermost bolls you expect to harvest. When you find
darkened seedcoats in the top bolls you realistically expect to
harvest, pull the trigger and drop your leaves. Boll openers
will be a very important part of the program this year as a
means of allowing the upper bolls to open quickly and catch
up with the lower and much older bolls at the bottom of the
plant. I expect that in cases where the upper bolls do not open
well there may be enough late-opening bolls to justify
scrapping.
A problem we will almost certainly experience with
cotton this year is that when the more mature fields are
defoliated, drift will likely begin the process of defoliation too
early on some of the later fields. We have always had this
problem, but this year it may be especially troublesome. It
may cause yield loss in some of the fields we have been trying
to keep active and filling bolls because of midseason shed.
There is really not much we can do about this; but if you have
significant amounts of “late” cotton, you may need to wait a
little longer about starting. This may not be a major problem
this year since we have fewer acres to pick and gin.
Variety trials have been very interesting to watch this
year. As you might expect, there is a lot of variation among
entries with regard to overall plant growth, fruiting, fruit
retention, and maturation. I have already realized that we will
need to wait a little longer about defoliating the trials because
of the big variation in late season growth and fruit
development. There is little doubt that some of the earlier and
more determinate varieties that retained more of their original
fruit will be ready to defoliate 2 to 3 weeks before some of the
more indeterminate entries. This is often a problem with
variety trials, but it will be especially troublesome this year.
As I have been conducting some of the late season
boll damage counts around the area, I have been amazed at
how little damage the crop has sustained, even in the refuge
plantings. One of the farms I checked had boll damage levels
below 2 percent in all fields regardless of which form of Bt
technology was used, including none. The real surprise was
that no insecticides had been applied since emergence, yet
yields will be good on this farm. Several other farms had
similar situations, with very low amounts of insecticides
applied this year. I attribute this to the absence of boll
weevils, high levels of beneficials (especially fireants), and the
patience to allow fields to reach a natural balance. If this
brings a chuckle, I invite you to look for yourself. Sure, this
may be an anomaly, but I often feel that the fear of pests is
worse than the pests themselves in leading people to use

insecticides too quickly and too often. This approach requires
careful scouting by someone who understands the system, not
one who “sprays first and asks questions later” as has been the
most common philosophy for many years. As I have said in
the past, I feel the Hill country now has a unique opportunity
in the absence of weevils to grow cotton more efficiently than
we have in the past.
Scheduling cotton field days this year is going to be
especially difficult since a lot of people will be harvesting
corn and soybeans right up to and past the time we begin
picking cotton. At this time, I have not decided on the best
way to do it. In the meantime, however, please call me and I
will meet you at the trial locations and visit with you about the
entries. We have two large flex trials and two smaller trials
containing only conventional (non-transgenic) varieties. I
hope you will take the time to see them for yourself. I will
announce the dates and times for field programs as soon as we
see how the rest of the harvest goes.
Corn:

The “pipeline” is filling up fast, and we still have a
lot of corn standing in the field. At this time, our area still has
around a quarter of the total corn crop standing, and there are
fewer places to put it every day. Those who prepared storage
backup of their own are now enjoying the freedom to continue
harvesting while others sit in lines at elevators and feed mills.
Yields have been all over the board, from below 20
bushels per acre to over 200 from dryland fields. For irrigated
fields, reports of over 250 are fairly common, and the upper
end of the irrigated yield range is crowding 300. Some parts
of the story have plausible explanations, but other parts elude
understanding. Some of the worst yields came from fields
very near other fields with some of the best yields. The easy
explanation is that rains were very localized, leaving some
fields unwatered at critical times; however if you look closely
even that does not tell the whole story. The deeper truth is
that long-term soil management practices had much to do with
some of the extreme differences we have seen in corn yields.
Variety, tillage practice, rotation, soil organic matter, soil pH,
P and K levels, sulfur, zinc, magnesium, root zone pests, and
diseases all played roles in the scenario. Reactions from
growers range from elation to intentions of no future corn
planting. In most cases there are apparent reasons for the
successes and failures that have been seen; but it usually
comes down to the fact that the most aggressive growers have
seen good yields, while those who have continued old habits
have in some cases tasted failure. There are, as always,
exceptions to this on both sides.
Prices being offered for alternative crops (wheat and
soybeans) may lure away some of this year’s corn growers,
and this will ease the pressure on infrastructure. It will also
encourage rotation of crops. Cotton is still in the basement,
relatively speaking, and will likely take another acreage hit
next year. I had actually expected cotton acreage to drop to
near the 500,000 acre level this year; but the decline did not go
that far. The 500,000 acre level could be reached or it could

go even lower in 2008 if the price of cotton does not rebound
soon.
Soybeans:
Group 4 soybeans have again proven to be the best
performers. Those who planted Group 4 varieties in spite of
the pressure to go with later choices have been rewarded with
good yields. Group 5 varieties that are being harvested now
are also good, but have been a little more expensive to
maintain, with disease and insect control costs taking more of
the profit than for Group 4’s. As we go into the later Group 5
varieties that will be maturing within the next 2 to 3 weeks, it
will be interesting to see how well they tolerated the high
temperatures and low rainfall conditions of August.
We have been fortunate to escape Asian rust so far in
this area, apparently as a result of the high temperatures that
are known to suppress the disease. We may actually slip by
again without experiencing the disastrous effect this disease is
known for; however it is pretty obvious that this disease is
working its way toward our area. We will sooner or later have
to deal with it, and those who are attracted to soybeans should
keep this possibility in mind. Disease management in general
is a major part of high yield. Rust is another part of the story,
but the facts do not change. Good disease management
practices will lessen the damage caused by all the diseases we
already have, while protecting the crop from rust as well.
Insects have been relatively light this year, with
especially low levels of leaf beetles and worms. Threecornered alfalfa leafhoppers have been present in fairly large
numbers throughout the season. Stinkbugs have also been
active, although somewhat fewer in numbers than in recent
years. Soybeans near maturing corn have been the most
susceptible. Some soybeans have received no insecticide
applications, but most have needed one or two applications to
avoid significant damage.
We have received reports of what seemed to be
excessive dockage for damage at some elevators. Referee
samples sent to the USDA lab at Stoneville have confirmed
this. As you harvest soybeans, and you want a second opinion
on grades, you can submit samples to the following address:
Midsouth Grain Inspection, Delta Branch Experiment Station,
Building 1575, Stoneville, MS 38776. They need about a
quart of grain, preferably a portion of the sample taken by the
elevator.
Wheat:

A lot of you are looking very strongly at wheat for
two reasons. The price being offered is exceptionally good,
and yields achieved by most wheat growers this past spring
were excellent. Fortunately, our area escaped most of the
freeze damage our northern neighbors suffered, and we
commonly saw yields above 60 bushels per acre, with some
going above 80.
Wheat planting will directly affect next year’s corn
and soybean acreage; so wheat buyers know they have to raise
the stakes to get you to pass up the opportunity to get high

prices being offered for the other two crops. We need another
crop that is capable of dealing with high temperatures and
drought, to be planted after the wheat harvest. We really don’t
have an ideal crop for this niche. Soybeans are risky,
especially in the presence of rust. Sunflower is a candidate;
but marketing can be a challenge. An early-maturing cotton
variety might be another possibility, particularly in the
southern part of our area. Cotton would be a much more
viable option following wheat if planting seed prices were
lower.

Grain Storage:
The progress all of you have made in getting corn
harvested has been astonishing. Thankfully, we have been
blessed with good weather and standing corn. Much of this
corn has been delivered to elevators and feed mills; however

Soil fertility and good drainage are the main factors
supporting high wheat yields. Ignoring the effects of these
two items can lead to low yields. It’s fairly simple; fix your
fertility according to soil tests, fix any localized drainage
problems, choose a good variety, apply nitrogen correctly,
control weeds, insects, and diseases, and the rest will be
dependent on weather. I would like to see some of you guys
break the 100 bushel level on wheat this year.
Dr. Larson’s Wheat Variety Short List is below:

we have more grain stored on farms than at any time I can
recall. The amount will almost certainly be a record; however
that will be difficult to determine. After the “dust” settles, I

